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Care, social (Re)production and global labour migration: Japan’s ‘Special Gift’
toward ‘Innately Gifted’ Filipino workers
Abstract
The Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA)1 concluded by the Japanese and the Philippine governments
on 9 September 2006, was described in the Japanese media as a ‘new step toward opening Japan’s
labour market’ (Asahi Shimbun 2006b). Similar to Japan’s previous free trade treaties with Singapore,
Mexico and Malaysia, the Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement (JPEPA) mainly concerns
tariff reduction to facilitate bilateral exchanges of goods and services (Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MOFA)
2006).2 Yet, its distinctive feature is its facilitation of the movement of ‘natural persons’ – more
specifically, the JPEPA allows for the Philippines to send up to 400 nurses and 600 ‘care’3 workers to
Japan over a period of two years (Asahi Shimbin 2006a). Indeed, the government of Japan has signed a
similar EPA with Indonesia, which includes the same clause, permitting Indonesian nurses and care
workers to work in Japan (MOFA 2007b). Further, it is currently discussing the possibility for the reception
of Thai care workers through the recently ratified EPA with Thailand (MOFA 2007a). Given Japan’s strict
immigration regulation over the entry of the so-called ‘unskilled’ workers,4 such deregulations of the
inflows of ‘foreign’ labour to Japan is remarkable, especially in terms of care workers whose professional
status has not yet been verified in Japanese labour market (Son 2007; Takagi 2006). The proposed inflow
of immigrant care workers to the Japanese labour market has accelerated heated debates over how to
cope with the acute demand for elder care in the context of a historically unprecedented expansion of the
aging population. These concerns are further expounded by a range of socioeconomic as well as
demographic changes that have led to a dramatic shrinking of the Japanese labour force.
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Under the condition that the labour force is shrinking, foreign workers have begun to
support Japanese society. Expectations, hopes…and tragedies, surrounding the “work”
that is based upon Asian immigrant labour-power. Japan cannot stop depending on other
Asians.
Shimotsuke Shimbun2

The Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA)3 concluded by the Japanese and the Philippine
governments on September 9, 2006, was desribed in the Japanese media as “[a] new step toward
opening Japan’s labour market”.4 Similar to Japan’s previous free trade treaties with Singapore,
Mexico and Malaysia, the Japan-Philippines Economic Partnership Agreement (JPEPA) mainly
concerns tariff reduction to facilitate bilateral exchanges of goods and services.5 Yet, its
distinctive feature is its facilitation of the movement of “natural persons”—more specifically, if
ratified,6 the JPEPA will allow for the Philippines to send up to 400 nurses and 600 “care” 7
workers to Japan over a period of two years.8 Indeed, the government of Japan has signed a
similar EPA with Indonesia, which includes the same clause, permitting Indonesian nurses and
care workers to work in Japan.9 Further, it is currently discussing the possibility for the reception
of Thai care workers through the recently ratified EPA with Thailand.10 Given Japan’s strict
immigration regulation over the entry of the so-called “unskilled” workers, such deregulations of
the inflows of “foreign” labour to Japan is remarkable, especially in terms of care workers whose
professional states has not yet been verified in Japanese labour market.11 The proposed inflow of
immigrant care workers to the Japanese labour market has accelerated heated debates over how to
cope with the acute demand for elder care in the context of an historically unprecedented
expansion of the aging population. These concerns are further expounded by a range of
demographic changes that have led to a dramatic shrinking of the Japanese labour-force.
In this respect, this essay endeavours to explore the contradictions and tensions—
“expectations, hopes…and [possible] tragedies”—generated by the migration of Filipino care
workers to Japan and to contribute to an understanding of the growing links between relations of
social reproduction in Japan and the Philippines. It will do so by addressing the following
questions: First, how far and in what ways has neo-liberal restructuring of the global political
economy contributed to the martketization and transnationalization of relations of social
reproduction? Second, how far and in what ways does the constitution of the international
division of reproductive labour12 promote and/or constrain the (re)formation of identity and
political subjectivity among transnational migrant care workers?
Among diverse ways to conceptualize “social reproduction,” Isabella Bakker identifies three
main aspects: (a) the biological reproduction of the species; (b) the reproduction of the labour
force; and, (c) the reproduction of provisioning and caring needs.13 Further, another crucial
component of social reproduction should be underlined, i.e., the reproduction of the systems that
form and maintain the relations and processes of production and social reproduction as a whole
over time.14 In other words, processes of social reproduction not only “occur in a global
framework…[but] also necessarily involves sets of local practices rooted in particular
communities.”15 Built upon this conceptualization of social reproduction, this essay will elucidate
the ways in which the transnational migration of care workers is the outcome of the contradictory
interactions between the global expansion of capitalist social relations of production and the need
for modern nation-states to ensure the continued (re)production of both productive and
reproductive labourers. In doing so, I will argue that the deployment of Filipino and other
“foreign” care workers in Japan through the EPAs that regard care labour as a commodity
contribute to a hierarchical regime of social reproduction based along the lines of gender,

2

nationality, class, ethnicity and/or “races.”
More specifically, the first section of this paper highlights the recent ontological and
epistemological contributions of feminist historical materialists in theorizing the complex
interconnections between neo-liberal transformations in the processes of social (re)production
and the transnationalization of commodified care labour. It is followed by an investigation that
conceptualizes the JPEPA as a new constitutional moment in the longue durée of primitive
accumulation, illuminating the consequences of the shift towards neo-liberal governance for
social reproduction, particularly for global care labour migration. The next section then attempts
to bring attention to some of the prospective experiences of Filipino care workers in Japan
through exposing the ways in which “new” social spaces have been created for the everyday lives
of these workers. This paper is fundamentally underpinned by the assumption that the structured
practices of global labour migration not only participate in and depend on but also contest and
negotiate the neo-liberal re-configuration of capitalist relations of production and social
reproduction.
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